'LANGUAGE AND
LITERACY

Editorial

We hope you will agres thar this
it a fairly packed edition of
Linguage and Literacy News, It
ie arriving & little, leter than we
anticipated but we hope you will
find it worth waiting for.

: The range of articles in this edi-

" tion demonstrates once again he
concepl of the Association as a
forum for debate., Probably even
if we tmied we ‘could not get
members to agres entirely on is-
sues in the teaching of literacy.
We see this a smenpgth of the
Association  rather than a
weakness.

As you will read, UKRA arc
venturing onto the “information
supsrhighway”, thanks to Colin
Harrison (see page 7). Talk to
you on the "Met!
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Specific learning
difficulties: current
practice and results

Pamela Heather

The number of smdeas who fail te
gain one GCSE resull suggests ail 15
pet weil with gur leaching practies. It
should lead us to question the curment
teaching methods for pupils with spe-
cifie leaming diffieuities:

- has the teaching practics adopted for
these pupils been based on pure belief
and exhoration, witheut argument and
suppomning cvidenes?

. are schools and special nesds’ (each-
ers steadily promoting teaching meth-
ods and practice. which result in failure
or underachievement in written lan-
guage for many pupils?

Every year [eur out of 10 children
|eave school with no academic passes -
a toral of 262400, the worst perfor-
manee of any industrial country. There
ig no doubt that cwrrent ".‘-i'ICTIil‘-F_; meth-
‘sdz have not iddressed the probiems
that some studenis have with wmnen

language.
System failure

The Adelt Litcracy and Basic Skills
Unit (ALBSU) says that around 13 per
cent of adults and youngsters over |6
have serious difficeities in reading and
writing, A survey of the literacy levels
of 10,000 students from 12 solleges
has besn  undertaken. The resuits
showed that one in thres nesded exim
help if they weme to gain a
quaiification. A further one in twenty
needed “comsiderable help” if they
were o gain a qualification. There are
some six million people, who, despite
the millions of pounds spent on special
reeds in this country. have nof re-
sponded well to the current teaching
methods. It appears our education sys-
tem is fziling those with specific leam-
ing dilficulties. It will continue to faii
them unless we understand why Lhey

are faiiing.
The school working day

Pupils with specific leaming difficul-

ties {dysgraphia, dyspraxia and dyslex-
ia and any other neuwrological
dysfunciion) suffer great hardship dur-
ing a school day. Do we iy under-
stand what they have go through?
These pupils as= cxpected o make
qood progress i toheel and with
homework, as i they have no real
problems. The real problems are the
cause of their failure, and they are
suggested. as follows:

Vision and rending

* cannot read aloud beeause of the con-
dition of verbal alexiz.

* books cannot be accuraccly read ag
spesd, Reading comprehension cannot
be acourately gained to write down the
commect answer oF understand sven a
mathematical quesiton,

= a preofreading skill cannor be put
into praclice.

Written language:

* when wriling down a sentence the re-
cail order of wmitten letters and words
may be inaccurate, and because a
procireading skill cannot be carried out
the errors canned be detected,

= tie spoed of handwriting is greatly
imperied beaoauc: spellings zre se slow -
Iy pecailed.

* illegible handwriting cannot be used
for studying purposes or be accuralsly
marked.

Visual recail and spelling:

* raking down dictation has Lo be aban-
doned because of slow spelling recall
or slow handwritng, or both.

* the first three or [our letiers of & word
are usuaily incorrectly spelled and so a
dictionary cannot be used, or it (s oo
time consuming to find a word.

*® the process of wriling is very debili-
tating and stressful. The length of time
spent on copying or completing written
waork has 1o be curtaled because of
fatigue.

Movement:

* so-ordination problems exist and o
physical activities are not easily carried
out and are poody performed.

Problem identification

What do the numbers of those who [ail
in education mean? One suggestion i3
that current teaching methods ars just
supponing leaming difficulty. Another
i# that current teaching practice is not

changing the funstional ability of so-
dents - how well can they carmy out a
basic skill, and how well ¢an they re.
member it. Finally, the numbers sug-
gest teachers are faced with an eduga-
ticnal dilemma. They can easily identi-
fy pupils who ars likely to fail im
sducation., but the methods they use do
not appear [o reach the source of the
pupils’ problems. This has o be so
since  improvements ars 5o slowly
gained. Parents may request the in-
volvement of 1 sehool psychologist
The psychologists's repost can high-
light prodlems of mental ability, tut i
cannot guide the specifics of instruc-
tion lor the teacher in the classroom.
Dissadsiacrion ten leads many parents
to (ry altenative methods cutside the
educational system. These problems
nesd to be resalved for teachers.

Research projects

The trte <ot of ueaning specific leam-
ing difficulties in this country 15 met
known; an audit would discover exact-
Iy how much it is costing the nation.
We do not know how much wition is
arranged privately for pupils in main-
streqm adueu on and PTIVALS
esducation. Tne additien of privale tu-
iice to the expenditure for special
aesds couid be a staggering figure.
Research is also nesded for evaluating
new metheds, (o settle the conroversy
about them.

The way ahead

Seme academics do nol expect o
counler severs degress of leaming
dilffculty, They say that puptls with
specific leaming difficuities have 2
lifelomg conditon. These pupils have
an average or above averige [Q -
should we accept that nothing can be
done to help them? We will fail them if
we continue with the teaching methods
we have and look no further, The
symptoms of difficulty wbserved in
writtenn work are not the real p'ﬂ}hlﬂ"ﬂ1
Real problems are these that prevent,
impair or defay leaming. There is 2
great meed io investigate aitemalive
ways of resolving children’s real
problems.

The problems are here to stay unless
we do something about them.









